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Abstract 
The research problem was to determine the levels of intercultural sensitivity behavior the 9th grade pupils exhibit in 
everyday school life. The quantitative study was made using questionnaires. The data is part of a large national 
sample (N = 1214) gathered by the Finnish National Board of Education in 2011. The data was analyzed statistically 
using SPSS. The developmental level of intercultural sensitivity of the 9th graders was mainly (39.5%) at the 
ethnorelativistic level. There were no significant differences between girls and boys. The meaning of arts education in 
the development of intercultural sensitivity is also discussed.  
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1. Introduction 
In the past few decades, Finland has become more multicultural as a nation; this diversity can be seen 
in the multiplicity of languages. Finland has two official languages, Finnish and Swedish, and three other 
legally positioned minority languages as possible mother tongues at school (Saami, Romany and Finnish 
sign language). In addition, there are currently about 80 other languages in Finland that have more than 
100 native speakers. According to the latest statistics, at the end of 2010 (Statistics 2010), the largest 
language groups after Finnish and Swedish speakers were Russian (appr. 54, 000 speakers); Estonian 
(appr. 28, 000); Somali (appr. 13, 000), and Arabic (appr. 10, 000). Naturally, the existence of so many 
languages creates challenges for educators at school, as well as for the pupils in everyday school life. The 
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Mother tongue is one of crucial elements of cultural identity and it has become common that there are 
- and intercultural 
research and the Finnish National Core Curriculum have posited the importance of intercultural 
competence in educating children. For example, the latest National Core Curriculum (2004) introduced 
new cross-
and internationalism    
     This study is a part of a national evaluation project implemented in co-operation with the Finnish 
National Board of Education. This assessment focused on learning outcomes of integration and cross-
curricular themes in the curriculum designed for basic education in 2004. In this article we report on and 
discuss the 
on the intercultural sensitivity of Finnish 9th grade pupils (N=1214), between the ages of 15-16. 
2. Theoretical framework 
2.1. Developmental model of intercultural sensitivity 
In 1986, Milton Bennett created the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS) to help 
attitude towards other cultures through six linear/developmental stages. The first three stages describe 
the measure of all his/her cultural issues. The following three stages describe ethnorelative (inclusive) 
attitudes (Acceptance, Adaptation, and Integration) in which a person understands and values other 
cultural points of view as equal to his or her own.  According to Greenholtz (2005), the DMIS has been 
presented as pan-cultural. By using a grounded theory approach, Bennett (1986) applied concepts from 
cybernetic constructivism to his observations of intercultural adaptation and identified six developmental 
stages that people seem to move through in their acquisition of intercultural co
potential competence in intercultural relations increases (Hammer, Bennett & Wiseman, 2003). 
Bennett (1986; 1993; 2004) presents a developmental model of intercultural development, framed in 
to cultural difference. Bennett conceptualizes six stages along a continuum of intercultural development 
of which three are ethnocentric (Denial, Defense, Minimization) and three are ethnorelative (Acceptance, 
Adaptation, Integration). 
 
 
Denial Defence Minimization Acceptance Adaptation Integration 
                                            Ethnocentric stages Ethnorelative stages   
Fig. 1. Developmental stages of the intercultural sensitivity (Bennett 1986) 
The first ethnocentric stage, Denial consists of benign neglect, indifference to, or ignorance of cultural 
difference. Hammer, Bennett and Wiseman (2003) characterize this ethnocentric stage by naive 
observations about culturally different others and superficial statements of tolerance and denial. This 
stage is typical of people who have grown up in culturally homogeneous environments and have had 
limited contact with people outside their own culture group. Isolation and separation are typical sub 
stages of the Denial stage. Isolation can be unintentional due to the environment and life circumstances, 
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while separation is always intentional if separation from another culture group is established to maintain 
isolation.  
The second ethnocentric stage is Defense against the different. Superiority, denigration and reversal 
are different dimensions of Defense. In the Superiority dimension, th
interpreted as an attack. Denigration is a stage in which people evaluate other cultures as inferior and 
apply negative stereotypes to other groups. The third dimension reversal consists of viewing the other 
2004). 
The third ethnocentric stage is Minimization of difference, in which people recognize the cultural 
differences, but think that all human beings are basically the same. The explanations for the view of 
similarity are firstly the emphasis on physiological similarities e.g., with similar needs, etc. Transcendent 
universalism is characterized by a belief that people are similar due to spiritual, political, or other 
overarching commonalties (Bennett & Bennett, 2004). 
Acceptance is the first stage of ethnorelativism. In this stage, people recognize and appreciate cultural 
differences. Cultural differences in behaviors and values are accepted as a normal and desirable part of 
organizing human behavior. In the behavioral relativism sub stage, people accept that behavior varies 
across culture groups and according to cultural context and acceptance of behavioral difference does not 
mean that one is necessarily comfortable with specific differences of cultural behavior. Value relativism 
means that people accept the perspective that values and beliefs also exist in a cultural context and vary 
across cultural communities (Hammer, Bennett & Wiseman, 2003). 
The second stage of ethnorelativism is Adaptation to difference. In this stage, people try to imagine 
how the other person thinks. They can communicate empathically and interact effectively with people 
from other cultures. They can shift their frames of reference. Empathic interaction means the ability to 
shift perspective into alternative cultural worldviews. Pluralism is the other dimension of adaptation and 
means the internalization of more than one complete worldview (Bennett & Bennett, 2004). 
The third stage of ethnorelativism is Integration of difference. People in this highest developmental 
stage of intercultural sensitivity have internalized more than one cultural worldview into their own. Their 
themselves as facilitators of cultural transition. The first sub stage of integration is contextual evaluation, 
which means the ability to employ different cultural frames of reference in evaluating a given situation. 
The second sub stage is constructive marginality, which means acceptance of an identity that is not based 
primarily on one culture. People are also likely to participate in a marginal reference group (Hammer, 
Bennett & Wiseman, 2003). 
2.2. Conceptual framework of the study 
There have been several studies (e.g., Paige, R. M., Jacobs-Cassuto, M.,Yershova, Y. A., & 
DeJaeghere, J., 2003; Greenholtz, 2005) made 
For example, Anderson, Lawton, Rexeisen and Hubbard (2006) made longitudinal studies that measured 
the impact of study abroad programs, which were seen as essential to improving understanding of the 
effectiveness of international education. Furthermore, Altshuler, Sussman and Kachur (2003) did a study 
in which twenty-four pediatric resident trainees had their intercultural sensitivity assessed, using the 
intercultural development inventory, before and after an intercultural training intervention.  
Rundstrom Williams (2005) studied intercultural adaptability and intercultural sensitivity in a 
comparative study in which students who studied abroad were compared to students who stayed on 
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campus to assess their intercultural sensitivity during the course of the semester. Using the Cross-Cultural 
Adaptability Inventory and the Intercultural Sensitivity Index, the two student groups individually 
assessed their strengths and weaknesses through a self-reported inventory. The results showed that 
students who study abroad exhibit a greater change in intercultural communication skills after their 
semester abroad than do students who stay on campus.  
In the current study, we use the concept intercultural sensitivity according to Bennett (1986, 1993b, 
2004) to refer to the ability to discriminate and experience relevant cultural differences.  In addition, we 
use the concept intercultural competence according to Hammer, Bennett and Wiseman (2003) to mean the 
ability to think and act in intercultural appropriate ways. Likewise, their work shows that greater 
intercultural sensitivity is connected with greater potential for exercising intercultural competence. 
No studies in Europe or in Finland in which schoolchildren assess their own intercultural behavior 
have been found to date. Therefore, this study is a pilot study to assess the skills of intercultural 
sensitivity in Finnish basic education. Our study will develop this assessment and pedagogy in Finnish 
education. According to Banks (1989), the empowering school culture process is the highest level of true 
multicultural education. In this approach, students are encouraged to think critically and to participate in 
their own thinking process about change. This is a problem-based process and the problems usually 
developmental stages of intercultural sensitivity. We 
competence as their personal choices of act in problematic everyday school life situations.  In addition, as 
arts educators in teacher education, we see the arts as an essentially valuable learning environment in 
which to discuss and evaluate cultural concepts, perspectives and paradigms of various (ethnic) groups 
(e.g., Räsänen, 2008; Pääjoki, 2004). The arts serves as a concrete media to perform, reconstruct and 
evaluate culturally shared thoughts, values, and personal interests and shared traditions. Cross-curricular 
themes have had this aim and this study will discuss the benefits of such education. 
2.3. Cultural identity and internationalism in the Finnish National Core Curriculum 
The Finnish national core curriculum for basic education (2004) specifies the objectives and core 
contents of cross-curricular themes, subjects, and subject groups in basic education intended for pupils 
receiving compulsory education, and of other education as referred to in the Basic Education Act, with 
the exception of pre-primary education. The Finnish national core curriculum also specifies the central 
principles of student welfare services and school-home co-operation, as well as the objectives of student 
welfare services as part of the educational system. The national core curriculum for basic education 
constitutes a regulation, based on which the provider of basic education will make decisions with respect 
to the curriculum. Cross-curricular themes are implemented in the various subjects in a manner required 
 
Cultural identity and internationalism are both cross-curricular themes. The main aim of these themes 
is to help the pupil to understand the essence of Finnish and European cultural identities, to discover 
his/her own cultural identity, and to develop capabilities for cross-cultural interaction and 
internationalism (Finnish National Core Curriculum for Basic Education, 2004, 37). 
According to the Core Curriculum (Finnish National Core Curriculum for Basic Education, 2004, 37), 
the objectives of these cross-curricular themes are that the pupils will be able to do the following:  
 know and appreciate their respective cultural inheritances, spiritual and material, and to see the Finnish 
cultural identity as an element of indigenous, Nordic and European cultures;  
 understand the roots and diversity of their own cultures and to see their own generation as a continuer 
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 receive an introduction to other cultures and philosophies of life, and acquire capabilities for 
functioning in a multicultural community, and in international cooperation;  
 understand the component factors of cultural identity and their meaning for the individual community. 
The term cultural identity refers not only to regional or linguistic cultural differences, but also to other 
simultaneous memberships in sub-cultural groups, that one person may have in her/his life, based on such 
factors as gender, hobbies, age, occupation or religion (Räsänen, 2008). In this sense, regardless of ethnic 
background, every person has a multi-cultural identity, in which this diversity and its roots are in 
continuing process. 
3. Research design 
This quantitative study is a part of a national evaluation project implemented in co-operation with the 
Finnish National Board of Education (Ruokonen & Kairavuori, 2012). The aim of this project was to 
assess learning outcomes related to integration and cross-curricular themes in the curriculum design of 
development of intercultural sensitivity of Finnish 9th grade pupils. In Finnish basic education, 9th grade 
is the final grade and most pupils reach this stage at the age of 15.  
Our research problem was to determine what intercultural sensitivity behavior the 9th grade pupils 
preferred in their everyday school life.  For assessing intercultural sensitivity, we developed a 
evaluate their own behavior in described everyday situations of their school life.  Pupils were asked how 
they would respond or behave in certain cases by giving them six alternatives. Each alternative answer 
from the lessons of visual arts, music, physical education and language learning or other occasions during 
the school day (e.g., school mealtime). 
The data was collected nationwide from all areas of Finland and it is part of a large national sample 
gathered by the Finnish National Board of Education in 2011 (N= 1214). Fifty-two percent of the pupils 
were girls and 48% were boys. The data we report here is only a thematic part of the assessment whole of 
 The data was analyzed 
statistically using SPSS. 
4. Results 
According to our results, Finnish 9th grade pupils are on their way to embracing achieving 
ethnorelativism. As a whole, most of the pupils preferred alternatives in their behavior that represented 
the developmental stages of ethnorelativism.  When examining the responses (comparing personal mean 
values), we found that 40% of all pupils were at the stage of Acceptance. They accepted cultural 
differences in behaviors and values as normal and desirable ways of organizing school life and situations.  
At the stage of Adaptation were 25% of the 9th grade pupils. These pupils could communicate 
empathically and interact effectively with pupils from cultural backgrounds foreign to them. Only 6% of 
the pupils were at the stage of Integration.  This stage is also very challenging for the youngsters who are 
developing their own identities and it is brave to be open in interaction and include and transcend many 
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Fig. 2. Intercultural sensitivity of Finnish 9th grade pupils 
Although most of the pupils were at the stage of Acceptance, girls were generally more sensitive in 
their ethnocentric behavior. Most of the girls (85.3%) were already at the stages of ethnorelativism 
(Acceptance, Adaptation and Integration), whereas many boys were still at the level of Minimization 
(33.7%) and Defense (11.6%). The difference between girls and boys was statistically at very significant 
level (p=0.001).   
 
 
Fig. 3. Intercultural sensitivity of Finnish 9th grade pupils according to their gender 
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There were also some differences, although not significant, found according to the language group of 
the pupils; those pupils who had some other language than Finnish or Swedish as their mother tongue 
chose to behave in more ethnorelativistic ways than the others did (see Table 1).  
 
mother tongue 
Mother tongue N M S 
Finnish 
Swedish 
Other language 
Total 
1 039 
118 
33 
1 190 
  0,89 
  0,95 
  1,40 
  0,91 
0,98 
0,96 
0,80 
0,97 
 
When comparing the different areas and provinces of Finland it can be seen (Table 2) that 
ethnorelativism is the most common way to behave in all parts of Finland, especially at the developmental 
stage of Acceptance.  It is interesting to note that the best results in ethnorelativistic behavior come from 
the Northern provinces of Finland (Oulu and Lapland) although most immigrants live in the Southern 
parts of Finland or maybe they are more tolerant because they do not have as many opportunities to 
interact with immigrants, so their acceptance is theoretical.   
 
Table 2. Intercultural sensitivity of the 9th graders according their living area 
Developmental stage 
of intercultural 
sensitivity 
Province of 
Southern Finland 
Province of 
Western Finland 
Province of 
Eastern Finland Province of Oulu 
Province of 
Lapland 
Denial 0,5 0,2    
Defence 6,5 6,9 11,6 5,2 8,9 
Minimization 26,1 21,2 20,9 20,7 13,9 
Acceptance 37,9 38,9 39,5 45,2 43,0 
Adaptation 24,2 27,2 20,9 22,2 24,1 
Integration 4,8 5,6 7,0 6,7 10,1 
5. Conclusions  
This research was part of a nationwide evaluation of Finnish basic education concerning the cross-
and internationalis
this, there has been no nationwide research on the skills and traits that pupils develop because of studying 
cross-curricular themes in Finnish basic education and how these studies are applied to school life of 
today. There were no significant differences between girls and boys, but most of the girls (76.6%) were at 
the levels of Acceptance and Adaptation, while most of the boys (73.3%) were at the levels of 
Minimization and Acceptance.  
The results showed that Finnish pupils are growing in the direction of ethnorelativism although there 
are still many educational challenges to be faced especially for the boys. In addition, it was interesting to 
discover, that those pupils who spoke some other language than Finnish or Swedish as their first 
language, chose to describe their behavior in more ethnorelativistic ways than the others did. These pupils 
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may have had more personal experiences of intercultural communication and interaction that may have 
developed their empathy and intercultural social skills, this area should be inquired in a subsequent 
survey. 
 noted that the learning and skills in this area were generally at an acceptable level. It 
was interesting to note some small differences between gender, language groups and home provinces. 
Therein lay the challenges for designing these cross-cultural studies so that the development should grow 
equally in every areas and among all groups. In Finnish basic education more arts educational and 
interactive based methods should be used in co-operation with informal cultural learning environments of 
the society. The themes of cultural identity and internationalism are natural educational themes for the 
arts subjects. We see that arts education helps pupils to understand the essence of the Finnish and 
European cultural identities. Through the arts, pupils learn to discover their own cultural identity and 
develop capabilities for cross-cultural interaction. Discovering and studying the arts from different 
cultures is the best way to come to know, understand and respect the arts as cultural heritages as well as to 
develop sensitivity in intercultural interaction and communication. 
This study was a first step in identifying and measuring the intercultural behavior skills of Finnish 9th 
grade pupils in the last year of their basic education.  In an increasingly global society, it seems more 
important than ever that students learn at school how to communicate with their neighbors in an adaptable 
and sensitive manner, and it is valuable to know that studying cross-curricular themes might be one 
possible focus for this learning that can help in that endeavor. Although the results showed that Finnish 
9th grade pupils are already mostly at an ethnorelativistic level of development in their intercultural 
sensitivity, it is important to continue developing this theme in the curriculum design of basic education 
because of the prospect for the future of intercultural schools. 
References 
Altshuler, L., Sussman N. M., & Kachur, E. (2003). Assessing changes in intercultural sensitivity among 
physician trainees using the intercultural development inventory. International Journal of Intercultural 
Relations 27, 387 401. 
Anderson, P.H., Lawton, L., Rexeisen, R. J., & Hubbard, A. C. (2006). Short-term study abroad and 
intercultural sensitivity: A pilot study. International Journal of Intercultural Relations 30, 457 469. 
Banks, J. 1989. Multicultural education: Issues and Perspectives. Boston: Allyn & Bacon. 
Bennett, M. J. (1986). Towards ethnorelativism: A developmental model of intercultural sensitivity. In R. 
M. Paige (Ed.), Cross-cultural orientation: New conceptualizations and applications (pp. 27 70). New 
York: University Press. 
Bennett, M. J. (1993). Towards ethnorelativism: A developmental model of intercultural sensitivity. In R. 
M. Paige (Ed.), Education for the intercultural experience (pp. 21 71). Yarmouth, ME: Intercultural 
Press. 
Bennett, J., & Bennett, M. (2004) Developing intercultural sensivity: An integrative approach to global 
and domestic diversity. In D. Landis, J. Bennett, & M. Bennett (Eds.), Handbook of intercultural training 
(pp. 147 165) Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Finnish National Core Curriculum for Basic Education, 2004. 
40   Inkeri Ruokonen and Seija Kairavuori /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  45 ( 2012 )  32 – 40 
Greenholtz, J.F.  (2005). Does intercultural sensitivity cross cultures? Validity issues in porting 
instruments across languages and cultures. International Journal of Intercultural Relations 29, 73 89. 
Hammer, M. R., Bennett, M. J., & Wiseman, R. (2003). Measuring intercultural sensitivity: The 
Intercultural Development Inventory.  International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 27(4), 421 443. 
Paige, R. M., Jacobs-Cassuto, M.,Yershova, Y. A. & DeJaeghere, J. (2003). Assessing intercultural 
sensitivity: an empirical analysis of the Hammer and Bennett Intercultural Development Inventory.  
International Journal of Intercultural Relations 27, 467 486. 
Pääjoki, T. (2004) Taide kulttuurisena kohtauspaikkana. [The arts as a place of cultural encounters in 
arts education.]  Jyväskylä Studies in Humanities 28. Jyväskylä: University of Jyväskylä. 
Rundstrom Williams, T. (2005). Exploring the Impact of Study Abroad 
Communication Skills: Adaptability and Sensitivity. Journal of Studies in International Education 9, 356-
371. 
Ruokonen, I. & Kairavuori, S. (2012). Kulttuuri-identiteetti ja kansainvälisyys. [Cultural identity and 
internationalism.] In E. Niemi (Ed.), Aihekokonaisuuksien tavoitteiden toteutumisen seuranta-arviointi 
2010. [Evaluation of Integration and cross-curricular themes 2010.] Koulutuksen seurantaraportit 
2012:1. Opetushallitus  (pp. 88-105).Tampere: Tampereen yliopistopaino. 
Räsänen, M. (2008). Kuvakulttuurit ja integroiva taideopetus. [Visual Cultures and Integrative Art 
Teaching]. Publications of the University of Art and Design, Helsinki, B 90. Jyväskylä: Gummerus. 
Statistics  (2010), available in http://www.suomi.fi/suomifi/suomi/valtio_ja_kunnat/perustietoa_suomesta/vaesto/index.html 
(Read 4.1.2012) 
